It would have been in the summer of 1980. Ken Lunn had noticed an advertisement in the academic press from Frank Cass expressing his interest in publishing more academic journals. That same notice invited proposals and we submitted a paper setting out the case for Immigrants and Minorities, a journal which would focus on the historical aspects of migration. In due course we received an invitation to visit the company and take matters a stage further.
We trundled out to Leytonstone, to Gainsborough House in Gainsborough Road. There we encountered a hive of activity; rooms which were heaving with books, and among the people working there, Fiona Baird, who then had charge of some of the social science journals. She took us to lunch at the nearby Indian restaurant. Then came the moment to discuss our submission with FC.
He didn't see us at the appointed time -was he ever early for a meeting? But eventually we were ushered into a room which in some respects appeared quite chaotic. Books and papers littered the tables and were piled up on the available chairs. The walls were decorated with photographs of FC with the great and the good, which showed him largely in the company of prominent figures in Africa.
We had encountered someone with a ready smile, a sense of humour and darting eyes, who was anxious to put us at ease. He remained informal throughout, in his shirtsleeves. But it was also apparent he possessed a sharp business sense. We wondered whether he would buy our proposal. It is sometimes said he found it difficult to take decisions. But at the meeting he said to me, 'I'm a 40 second man' . So he was. Throughout his life he remained just that in all his dealings with me. He decided to accept our plan. Immigrants and Minorities had just been born. The first issue appeared in 1981.
He was born in London in 1930 into a Russian Polish family and spent his formative years in the capital where he developed his abiding love of public libraries. The War then brought his evacuation to Merthyr Tydfil and throughout his life he continued to speak warmly of the Welsh mining community that surrounded him at this time and the help he received from his neighbours, particularly when an attack of rheumatic fever struck him down. Back in London by the War's end he attended the well-known Hackney Downs School, before taking his first job, at the age of 19, at The Economist Bookshop. Its premises at the side of the London School of Economics (LSE) were frequented by scholars from many countries and this ambience undoubtedly helped to form his international outlook which he forever maintained and which later influenced his approach to business. No longer would his horizons be bounded by London and the Welsh valleys.
Many of London's book stocks had been destroyed during the War. Scholars who worked in the British Museum in Great Russell Street will readily recall the return of application slips, across which had been scrawled 'destroyed by enemy bombing during the war'. This destruction was one part of a bigger problem. The damage inflicted on the stock of literary material in London, especially as a result of the big air raid on 29 December 1940, had serious implications for academic institutions and scholars both in Britain and abroad. Where could they secure the key sources they needed for their teaching and research? The Economist Bookshop, along with other booksellers did what they could to satisfy this need. But frustrations persisted.
The young FC sensed a business opportunity here and decided to branch out on his own account, to begin a career in the buying and selling of books. When he told the redoubtable Gerti Kvergic, the manager of the Bookshop, of his intentions, her response was that he should make an appointment to consult a psychiatrist and she offered to contribute towards his treatment! But he was not to be put off. After all, he had his life savings of £117. He had also found a supportive bank manager. Consequently, in 1953 committed to his new future, he opened a small shop in Southampton Row. It has been described as a hole in the wall, measuring 18 ft x 10 ft with a fascia painted in the LSE's colours. His great adventures in the book trade had just begun.
Scholars who frequented the shop soon discovered he had the ability to locate many of the works they wanted. But notwithstanding his recognised ability as a literary sleuth some vital texts still proved difficult to track down. However, necessity has often been the mother of invention and in 1957 advised by the likes of Theo Barker, the economic historian, then at the LSE, and Bill Chaloner, the well-known bibliophile from Manchester University's History Department, he decided to overcome this problem by publishing out of print, out of copyright scholarly works, focusing particularly on the needs of historians and social scientists. In keeping with his international outlook such reprints trespassed far beyond British history.
He soon found a particularly favourable environment in which to develop this side of his business. The 1963 Robbins Report advocated an expansion of the university sector and with the establishment of new centres of learning the demand increased for these reprints. These institutions needed to build up their stocks and what FC offered in his reprints fitted some of their key needs. His timing was perfect.
Capitalism is restless Marx emphasised in his 1848 Communist Manifesto and so are its carriers, the entrepreneurs. In FC's case, he soon progressed from publishing reprints to issuing original works of scholarship under the Frank Cass imprint. Once again these items concentrated on history and social sciences. Then in the late 1960s he became involved in publishing educational studies when he acquired the Woburn Press.
In all these initiatives he remained very much at the helm. He took advice from his academic readers on proposals he received but ultimately he made the decision on whether to go ahead. One editor vividly recalls how when the readers' reports arrived and were presented to him he would sit Buddha-like, making up his mind. If he decided to proceed he would then say to her, 'Book 'em, Danno'. He took great pride in the resulting volumes which were produced to the highest quality and reflected his knowledge of book production which he had absorbed at Regent Street Polytechnic.
The 1960s proved a decisive decade for him, therefore, with his buying, selling, reprinting and publishing. It was in other respects, too. Elie Kedourie, one of the important figures at the LSE in the post-war years, suggested to FC that he should begin to publish academic journals or, more specifically should back Kedourie's own projected publication on the Middle East. The 40 second man hesitated. But eventually he agreed to go ahead with Middle Eastern Studies, the first issue of which appeared in October 1964. It soon became recognised as the leading journal in its field. Other serials with an international dimension soon followed. They included Business History, The Journal of Peasant Studies, The Journal of Commonwealth and Imperial History, West German Politics, as well as Slavery and Abolition. Immigrants and Minorities tailgated on these earlier initiatives.
These journals soon became a key feature of his publishing business, to an extent that his firm became one of the country's leading publishers of serials. All told, he took the risk in promoting more than 60 titles. As his publication of Immigrants and Minorities shows, he proved particularly adept at spotting gaps in the market. This same sense of alertness led to his backing for Intelligence and National Security as well as a number of journals on military themes.
Following on from his expanding initiatives in the 1960s, in 1971 he acquired the heavily indebted firm of Vallentine Mitchell. Notwithstanding all his earlier activity and his contribution generally to publishing, many people came to identify him specifically with this acquisition, to an extent that, much to his amusement, he was sometimes known as Mr Vallentine Mitchell! In fact, the company represented only a small part of his turnover and never made money for him. However, taking a long view, as always, he was able to offer a platform to younger academics, then at the beginning of their careers. Other houses, fiercely committed to the bottom line, might have hesitated before handling some of these offerings since they were hardly likely to make much money. By backing them he was making one of his varied contributions to the Jewish community.
His stance also led to his publishing a large number of Holocaust testimonies that might otherwise have been forgotten. He regarded such activity as important. Particularly as time passed and memories dimmed, Revisionists got to work and a young generation was growing up with little or no understanding of what had happened. Once again, his commitment marked an extension of his quiet communal philanthropy.
When in 2003 he sold the bulk of his business to Taylor and Francis, including Immigrants and Minorities, he retained his control of Vallentine Mitchell as well as Jewish Culture and History, a journal closely associated with Tony Kushner and David Cesarani, two of the younger scholars whose careers he had supported. In addition, he kept The Journal of Holocaust Education, known later as Holocaust Studies. His publishing interests also encouraged his continuing control of the Irish Academic Press. He had acquired it in 1974 and it subsequently earned a reputation as a major scholarly publisher of books on Ireland. Unlike Vallentine Mitchell, it did afford him some commercial success.
After 2003 and the big sale to Taylor and Francis, he began to develop a third strand of his business. 'Why should I retire?', he would ask, 'When I love what I am doing?'. His final initiative, which he was just starting to develop when he died, involved what is known as Vallentine Mitchell Academic, which he intended as an outlet for academic studies, serious scholarship, unrestrained by Jewish or Irish interests. In effect, through this initiative he gave the appearance of starting up all over again. A recent history of all these various developments and initiatives has appeared recently in Gerry Black's book, Frank's Way (2008) .
It is a remarkable story. Writing in The Guardian in 1963 Stanley Reynolds commented: 'Frank Cass is not the kind of publisher you will find at cocktail parties; he is neither Eton nor Oxford, neither smooth nor Savile Row suited. In fact, he is not even a university man. He is a publisher version of the two men-and-a handcart success story'. Forty or so years later his contribution to British publishing remains virtually without parallel in recent times.Others have attempted something similar but their stars have quickly faded. Moreover, his efforts became important not only in Britain. Hence the respect in which he came to be held not only in Western Europe, the USA and the Middle East, but also especially in Africa, a part of the world which would always remain close to his interests.
Bookshop assistant, bookseller, 'the reprint man', the publisher of books and journals, he became all of these. Perhaps he was also an academic manqué, who found his compensation in helping other careers. Throughout all his activities, whatever the setting, we had too the storyteller. He possessed a large fund of jokes that were likely to surface, sometimes more often than once, whatever was being discussed. I recall many conversations when he would say, 'Before you go could I just tell you this story?'. The fortunes of Leyton Orient Football Club which he would openly admit often called for a sense of humour, were also likely to surface at some point. It is no surprise, therefore, that as he expanded his business empire in the 1970s he was persuaded to publish scripts of The Goons along with other showbiz items, in company with his academic books. Max Miller, who made comedy rather than publishing his business, would often tell his audiences at the Hackney Empire or the Metropolitan in Edgware Road, 'There'll never be another when I'm gone missus' . He was right. The same can be said of FC and, whether as colleagues, friends, family, or as scholars he chose to publish, we are all the poorer for his passing. 
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